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Looking In the Mirror of Acts:  Standing Firm

I find the varieties of personalities amazing.  There are some people who find the positive in any situation.  Do you know people like this?  Then there are people who never see anything positive.  There are people who shy away from any conflict or disagreement, and there are people who love to argue and thrive on conflict.

We live in a time of great conflict.  This is a time of tremendous conflict between political and religious beliefs.  We have the so-called red states and blue states and our national elections are decided by razor-thin margins, as we are almost equally divided.  The divisions seem to run deeper and deeper with every passing year and the level of debate has become little more than screaming and shouting.

The conflict between differing religious perspectives is just as deep, and I don’t mean the conflict between different religions, but the deep disagreements and conflicts between followers of Jesus.  Who’s right and who’s wrong?  How do we all read the same Bible and come at with such different perspectives and beliefs?


How do we live in an atmosphere of conflict, especially if you don’t like conflict?  As you read through the Gospels you find that Jesus was constantly facing conflict.  As we have studied the book of Acts we have seen conflict on every page.  There was conflict among the early church and conflict between the early church and those outside of the church.

I am convinced that conflict is creating at least one unhealthy dynamic in many churches today.  Conflict is causing many people to constantly need reassuring in their faith.  Now, this is not always a bad thing, but what we are seeing is an increasing desire to turn church into little more than a continuing affirmation of what we already believe; church becomes a refuge where we may desire to be told how well we are doing and how evil the rest of the world is.  

Paul was not intimidated by the conflict he faced.  He did not shrink from his mission because of the conflict he faced.  We saw last week that he was stoned, left for dead and then went right back to face those who tried to kill him.

1.  Paul was willing to engage the world.


The book of Acts tells us over and over when Paul entered a city or a particular region that he engaged in discussions and debates with people.  Paul was not hiding from the world, and it was a world that was very unfriendly to the early church.  Luke says when Paul and Barnabas arrived in Iconium they went straight to the synagogue to present the message.

I think many people are very uncomfortable talking about their faith.  Maybe it’s because people feel they don’t know what to say or how they’ll answer questions, but it’s not being an expert in theology as much as it is being able to tell someone why you believe.

And do it with an attitude of caring and love.  There are too many angry Christians in our world, and all they want to seem to do is yell at people.  Watch some of religious television and listen to some of religious radio; there seems to be a lot of preaching expressing a desire for God to “get” all those sinners. 


We shouldn’t be afraid of our world, we should engage our world.

2.  We must allow the same freedom that God offers.

One of the most contentious debates in our society is the relationship between church and state.  There are some who want to turn our country into a theocracy, which is a church-controlled government.  

My own belief is that one of the reasons why Western Europe is so secular is because of centuries of church-controlled governments.  I know we may have disagreement on this issue, and I have the unfair advantage of the pulpit – which I respect and try not to abuse – but I am very concerned with the move toward using the power of government to further a sectarian religious agenda.  It’s not the job of the government to further the faith for us; neither is it their job to get in our way.

I strongly believe we must grant the same freedom that is granted by God, and that is the freedom to accept him or reject him; it’s not our job to impose our beliefs upon others.


The early church lacked not only government support, the government was hostile.  There is no way we can relate to the experience in the early church, where every person was required to offer a sacrifice to the emperor every year or be persecuted.  That’s why I don’t have a lot of respect for the idea that we are a country that is abandoning faith.  We are a country faced with a lot of difficult issues, and many of those issues are spiritual in nature, but we have it so much easier than Paul and the members of the early church.


In spite of the opposition they faced, in spite of the persecution they faced, the early church continued to stand firm in their mission.

3.  We should engage culture.


What is the proper worship style?  Is it contemporary or traditional?  What kind of music should be used?  What should church buildings look like?  How should you dress when you come to worship?  Do these questions matter?  How much do they matter?  


One of the biggest sources of conflict in churches has to do with matters of church culture – music and worship style, how we dress for worship.  We can be so caught up in questions and struggles over church culture that we can forget there is an entire culture around us we must engage.


In chapter 17 of Acts we will see a very interesting event in the ministry of Paul, when he had traveled all the way to Athens and spoke at Mars Hill, at the Areopagus.  If you read his sermon there, you will find it is very different from his other sermons recorded in Acts.  Usually, Paul appeals to the history of the Old Testament and the prophets but in Athens he changes his approach to match the culture.


There are very important cultural methods we can use to reach people without changing the message of the gospel, and we shouldn’t shy away from those opportunities.  One of the most creative methods I have seen recently was a group of people who took pictures at Thunder Over Louisville.  The pictures were posted on a web site that could be downloaded and printed and there was also a link that would give a presentation of the gospel.  What’s interesting is the far majority of people who downloaded a picture also viewed the presentation of the gospel.


The bottom line is that we need to move away from a defensive posture to one of understanding that we have a life-giving message to share with the world, and we shouldn’t be afraid or hesitant to share our message. 
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